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Prevention of drowning
Any map of Great Britain reveals a vast extent of coastline, river banks and lake shores. Moreover, as a seafaring nation there can be few people who at sometime or other have not been in, on, or on the edge of, water. So it is not surprising that there are a number of drowning fatalities. What is surprising is that, considering the total population, the numbers are so few. But it is extremely difficult, or impossible, to obtain accurate information about the circumstances surrounding drowning accidents beyond the bald statement that about 500-600 people die every year and that certain groups, eg the very young, the elderly and those taking part in water sports, carry a higher risk.
In an attempt to obtain more information, the Medical Commission on Accident Prevention held a one day seminar at the Royal College of Surgeons of England to which interested parties were invited. They included: Royal Life Saving Society UK, Surf Life Saving Society, Central Council for Physical Recreation, Atlantic College, British Sub-Aqua Club, Royal Navy, Royal Air Force, St John Ambulance, Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents, Consumer Safety Unit, Home Office, and the Department of Health.
After much discussion it was agreed that in each risk group the events that lead to drowning were diverse and attempts at prevention needed to be approached in different ways. There was also agreement that the available data on the 'who' and 'why' were incomplete and in some cases very 'soft'. Accordingly, a small working party was set up under the Chairmanship of the Chairman of the Rescue and Resuscitation Committee of the Medical Commission on Accident Prevention consisting of a representative from the Royal Navy, the Royal Air Force, the Consumer Safety Unit of the Department of Trade and Industry, the Coroners Society, the Royal Life Saving Society and the British Sub-Aqua Club.
At the outset it was found that there were no agreed figures for the annual number of deaths by drowning in the UK. This was because a definition of found drowned does not always give a clue as to the possible cause. For example, many drowning deaths reported to the coroner may be suicide but because the victims are given the benefit of the doubt, their deaths are recorded as misadventure. Again, drowning accidents are sometimes reported more than once particularly at sea. One of the difficulties of collecting and collating facts about drowning is that there is no reliable body to check the details of an incident. The 'vital statistics' of drowning do not always give details of the circumstances and whether the victim was familiar with the environment.
At present, the amount of detail about the deceased are dependent upon what is deemed necessary by the coroner. A postmortem examination is usually performed but detailed examination of, for example, the blood is not mandatory. In some states in Australia and North America tests for blood alcohol level are done on a routine basis and show a significant number of blood alcohol levels above the British legal limit.
The Working Party was impressed by the inherent safety of organized groups professionally in contact with water, eg lifeboat crews, but was singularly unimpressed by the lack of training in those involved in recreational water activities. The excuse of the Department of Education is that the teaching curriculum is too full to include other activities such as water safety.
The Working Party could make no firm recommendations for improving water safety in adults without more information about drowning deaths. In view of the relatively small number of cases this could be said to be not cost-effective. But in children, particularly pre-school age, vigorous training would save a number of lives as well as teaching the invaluable discipline of 'think before you act'. 
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